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Abstract: The primary purpose of this paper is to argue for the merits of using 
portfolios as a significant portion of assessment in EFL classrooms. The 
secondary purpose is to comment on several ways in which portfolio use 
develops the types of skills and learning behaviors that better prepare students for 
the real world, i.e., non-academic settings. The paper is divided into three parts: 
portfolios, assessment and learning. First, a definition of portfolio is provided to 
familiarize the reader with portfolio construct and use. Particular attention is then 
given to the design features of the assessment portfolio. Several points are 
highlighted differentiating assessment portfolios from traditional assessments. 
Next, there is a discussion on three technical components of assessment: validity, 
reliability and practicability. These technical components will be used to judge 
the value of portfolios as an assessment. Finally, the conversation shifts to offer 
some comments on advantages of portfolio use for learning. 
















1. Introduction  
Portfolios used in ELT have had intermittent popularity since the early 1990’s. 
Educational reformers have advocated for the use of portfolios citing authenticity, 
learner-centeredness and a more representative means of assessing student performance 
(Gomez, 1999; O’Malley and Valdez Peirce, 1996; Moeller, 1994; Paulson, Paulson 
and Meyer, 1991). Others have argued against using portfolios as a valid means of 
assessment (Terwilliger, 1997; Norris, 1996, as cited in Yang, 2003, p. 295). This paper 
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reviews the use of portfolios as a primary means of assessment in the EFL classroom. 
Though it mainly highlights the merits of portfolio as an alternative to traditional 
assessment i.e., true/false, multiple-choice, matching and so on, it also recognize some 
of the ways in which portfolio assessments are lacking. Solutions are offered where 
possible. Finally, several comments are made on how portfolios can better serve 
learning in the EFL classroom.  
 
2. Portfolios 
A portfolio is a collection of student work showing progress in one or more areas over 
time. Paulson, Paulson and Meyer (1991, p. 60) offer this more detailed definition:  
A portfolio is the purposeful collection of student work that exhibits the 
student’s effort, progress and achievements in one or more areas. The 
collection must include student participation in selecting contents, the 
criteria for selection, the criteria for judging merit, and evidence of 
student self-reflection. 
Though not all details of the above definition are suitable for all EFL classrooms, there 
are several key concepts worth highlighting. These include: content – what goes into the 
portfolio; criteria for selection – why this content has been selected; criteria for judging 
merit – how students will be judged or graded; and reflection – what are we doing, why 
are we doing it, and how can we do it better. In summary, portfolios are purposeful in 
their approach to documenting the learning process, providing a record for both student 
and instructor to observe and monitor progress and performance.  
 
2.1 The assessment portfolio 
An assessment portfolio takes the features of the standard portfolio defined above and 
applies specific criteria for judging merit. These criteria come in the form of checklists, 
rubrics, observations, rating scales, interviews and other explicit types of measurement. 
O’Malley and Valdez Peirce (1996) note clearly stated criteria as an essential element 
in mitigating any uncertainty about what students are being asked to do, and how they 
will be judged. Criteria can be set by an institution in the form of curricular goals, or by 
the instructor in the form of course objectives. Likewise, portfolio content and materials 
can be based on curricular and/or instructional sources. In classrooms where student 
level and autonomy permit, both content and criteria can be selected with student 
participation. In lower-level EFL classrooms, however, it is perhaps wise for the 
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instructor to pre-select these contents and criteria (O’Malley and Valdez Peirce, 1996). 
This can prevent frustration until students have developed better language skills and a 
familiarity with portfolio use.  
Another feature of an assessment portfolio is the element of student self-
assessment. Student self-assessment and self-regulation have been shown to have 
positive effects on student learning (Rudd and Gunstone, 1993; Smolen, Newman, 
Wathen and Lee, 1995; Zimmerman and Martinez-Pons, 1990 as cited in Gomez 1999).  
Additionally, student self-assessment can be a way for students to reflect on their 
learning experiences. As stated above by Paulson, Paulson and Meyer (1991), reflection 
is a critical component of effective portfolio design.  Strategically timed self-assessment 
materials provide one more way for students to reflect while also monitoring their own 
progress. If we consider students to be active participants in learning, then self-
assessment instills greater personal investment in that experience.  
 
2.2 Comparing assessment portfolios to traditional assessments 
Compared to traditional modes of assessment, portfolios provide several advantages. 
First, assessment portfolios are a means by which both learning and assessment can take 
place simultaneously (Paulson, Paulson, Meyer 1991). Therefore, assessment acts as an 
interconnected and ongoing process of learning built directly into the course content 
rather than some isolated outcome. Second, portfolios can measure both discrete points 
of knowledge, i.e., grammar and vocabulary, as well as provide information on broader 
communicative proficiency. Traditional assessments, while practical in testing discrete 
points of knowledge, provide little information on what learners are capable of doing in 
the target language (O’Malley and Valdez Peirce 1996). Third, portfolios are concerned 
with the processes and efforts leading to achievement, while traditional assessments are 
concerned with results (Yang 2003). Forth, because the content of a portfolio presents 
such a wide lens through which to view the progression of a course, portfolio 
assessments provide instructors with valuable feedback on whether or not the course is 
being effective in meeting course objectives (Gomez 1999). Finally, portfolios provide 
an opportunity for students to self-assess and reflect on the processes of their learning 
experience, whereas traditional assessments only provide results, with no way of seeing 
the path by which such results have been reached (O’Malley and Valdez Peirce 1996).  
So how well do assessment portfolios actually assess? To answer this question, it is 
important to look at three criteria by which the value of an assessment is judged: 
validity, reliability and practicability.   
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3. Assessment: Validity, Reliability and Practicability 
3.1 Assessment: Validity  
Depending on whether you place the test before the course, such as a placement test, or 
the course before the test, such as a final exam, validity refers to the degree to which the 
content of a course is reflected in what is being assessed, or in how well an assessment 
tests what it intends to test. O’Malley and Valdez Peirce (1996) identify two types of 
validity: content validity and consequential validity. Content validity in assessment is 
the degree to which the assessment reflects curricular and/or course objectives. 
Consequential validity refers to how the outcomes of the assessment improve classroom 
instruction and respond to student needs.  
 
3.2 Assessment portfolios and content validity 
Well-designed assessment portfolios have a high degree of content validity. Portfolios 
are literally and purposefully designed using the contents of the course. What goes into 
the portfolio, therefore, and how these materials are used for learning and assessment, 
are direct reflections of course and/or curricular objectives. In the language classroom, 
there is far more happening then students simply compiling discrete points of grammar 
and vocabulary, and yet this is often the type of knowledge traditional assessments are 
measuring. The complex nature of foreign language learning is also a highly personal 
experience. Learning involves a relationships between effort, progress, achievement, 
and reflection. Assessments addressing these relatiouships stand to be more valid than 
those that do not. EFL courses are often designed with the goal of developing the 
systems and skills of the target language in one or more areas to equip learners with 
communicative ability. Using portfolios to monitor this progress reinforces those goals 
and provides detailed measurements of whether or not they are being met.  
 
3.3 Assessment portfolios and consequential validity 
Assessment portfolios are more consequentially valid than traditional assessments in 
two ways. First, due to the range of student performance data produced, and the ways in 
which students are actively involved, portfolios generate a broader picture of learner 
needs than do traditional assessments. Unlike traditional assessments, which almost 
exclusively highlight results, portfolios give a window into the developing 
interlanguage of students, revealing where the student is struggling and a possible 
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source of specific performance gaps. This provides a blueprint for more effective action 
on the part of the instructor.  
The second way in which portfolios are more consequentially valid than traditional 
assessments is that portfolios say more about whether or not course and/or curricular 
goals are being met. Portfolios are the physical manifestation of a course; a record in 
real time of the types of activities and products students are being asked to produce. 
Reviewing these materials should reveal both the efficacy of instruction and the merit of 
course/curricular goals. Reviewers of these materials have a detailed look into how the 
course is shaping into a cohesive body of work, and where improvements should be 
made. As previously stated, traditional assessments focus on results while providing 
little information on the learning process. Portfolios, on the other hand, highlight an 
interaction between student and course allowing for fine-tuned revisions and 
improvements of that course. Because of this, portfolio assessments have a high degree 
of consequential validity.  
 
3.4 Assessment: Reliability 
Reliability refers to how consistently an assessment can produce the same results on 
various occasions and with different raters. When discussing the use of portfolios for 
assessment there is principally one type of reliability worth considering: inter-rater 
reliability. Inter-rater reliability describes how well two different raters of a test will 
derive the same score. In conditions where too much subjectivity is allowed in scoring, 
one rater may score a test differently than another, compromising fairness and reliability. 
A lack of inter-rater reliability diminishes the value of an assessment.  
 
3.5 Assessment portfolios and inter-rater reliability 
Assessment portfolios assess a lot of data, from discrete points of knowledge on the 
systems of language to student performance, growth, progress, achievement and 
reflection. There is much more going on than comparing student work to an answer key. 
Because of this there is a potential for the undesired element of subjectivity in scoring. 
In fact, some researchers have raised questions on the reliability of assessment 
portfolios and voiced concern about whether assessment portfolios can be used on a 
large scale (Gomez, 1999; Norris, 1996, as cited in Yang, 2003, p. 295). But inter-rater 
reliability can effectively be insured, and strict single point scores can be assigned much 
like a traditional test. The key to ensuring the best possible inter-rater reliability is in 
making sure that criteria are explicitly identified and clearly stated. Gomez (1999) notes 
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that while assigning single point scores may diminish some of the educational value of 
using portfolios, it is a practical necessity for bolstering the reliability of scoring, and 
improving comparability of scores.  
To offer an example of how scoring might look on a given assignment, an 
instructor could design a checklist including 5 grammatical forms and 10 lexical items. 
The student would then develop specific portfolio content choosing, and showing 
correct use of, 3 of the 5 grammar targets and 7 of the 10 vocabulary items – for a total 
of 10 points. The content could then be discussed with the teacher and other students (in 
the case of a speaking class) and judged against a rubric that assesses communicative 
ability. The “communicative score” could be derived from a combination of self, peer 
and instructor review using a set rubric and grading scale. The grammar, vocabulary and 
communicative scores could then be weighted providing a single point score. As long as 
all criteria are clearly stated, scoring should remain reliable between raters.  
 
3.6 Assessment: Practicability 
Practicability in assessment refers to how practical it is to implement a given assessment. 
Several factors are considered when discussing practicability. These include: the time it 
takes to design, implement and grade the assessment; the resources it requires, i.e., cost, 
materials and people; and a familiarity with the assessment protocols for both students 
and assessors.  
 
3.7 Assessment portfolios and practicability 
Perhaps the biggest disadvantage to using portfolios as a primary means of assessment 
is in practicability. Traditional assessments are easy to implement, familiar with 
students, simple to grade and time efficient to record. Additionally, they are formats 
understood in the academic world, so comparability and accountability are also easily 
represented. Thornbury (2006) notes that often times validity and reliability are 
sacrificed for the sake of practicability. One of Terwilliger’s (1997) main arguments 
against using portfolios as a primary assessment tool is the amount of time and 
resources it will take to train teachers on how to use them.   
The issues of practicability raised are all legitimate concerns. There is a need for 
initial time investment and familiarization to ensure that portfolios are used effectively. 
Much like the ongoing process of portfolio use in a classroom, designing these tools 
will be a process of learning and revision. While the initial time investment may appear 
high, once materials and criteria have been selected, and portfolios have been 
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established as an integrated part of the learning and assessment protocol, issues of 
practicability will begin to balance out. The cost-benefit ratio will prove worth the 
efforts in improved validly and reliability, and in an added authenticity to the learning 
experience that traditional assessments alone cannot provide.  
 
4. Portfolios and Learning 
There are several ways in which portfolios can contribute to quality of learning.   First, 
due to the variety of materials and the myriad ways in which students interact with the 
content, assessment portfolios are a multidimensional form of learning. Students are 
engaged in content through various levels of thinking, exercising a full range of 
language skills and systems. They are developing critical higher-order thinking skills as 
they analyze, apply, evaluate and creatively interact with their learning. Second, 
portfolios encourage personalized learning. While the criteria are set for portfolios, 
students should be encouraged to meet these criteria in ways that are meaningful to 
them. Moreover, the personalized nature of portfolios helps students identify and reflect 
on the processes of their own developing language. As such, portfolios attend to the 
learning experience of the individual. Third, portfolios are student-centered. Paulson, 
Paulson and Meyer note, “(t)he portfolio is something done by the student, not to the 
student” (1991, p. 61). While criteria may be set for practical purposes, portfolios are 
created with and by the students. Students, and their processes, efforts and 
accomplishments, become the focal point of the learning environment. Finally, portfolio 
use develops a sense of responsibility in students. Students are more likely to take 
interest in the products and processes in which they have invested themselves. Taking 
personal responsibility for one’s learning is an invaluable skill for developing 
autonomous and engaged thinkers.  
 
5. Conclusion 
This paper explored the merits and disadvantages of using portfolios as a primary means 
of assessment in EFL classrooms. The principle argument was to use portfolios as a 
way to improve assessment and learning in the classroom. While assessment portfolios 
are not a perfect solution to all learning and assessment needs, they can offer several 
advantages that traditional assessments alone cannot. Portfolios should be carefully 
planned and improved upon over time. While there is some initial time investment in 
creating them, the reward is worth the effort. In conjunction with traditional 
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assessments, assessment portfolios can provide greater validity, reliability and 
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